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ABSTRACT T 

\ Described is the Aston Index, a pilot -^s.trument 

designed for screening dyslexic-type language difficulties in young ^ 
children. It is explained that the index consists of three forms to 
test* children at three stages of development (such as .those who have 
been in school about 6 months), that it represents an "integrated'^ 
approach, and that it includes well-knqwn items from various sources. 
Discussed are specific components of the index which cover general 
underlying ability (such as copying geometrical designs); family 
history (such as laterality) ; and per formance (such as visual r 
sequential memory) . (LS) 
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THE ASTON INDEX 
A pilot iristrument/of dyslexic-type lanmicige difficulties 

, M. Thornpson ■ • / 

Within the context of individual differences amonpst children it is '/ 
now considered by mamy educationists and researchers that a possibility / 
exists of some children entering school at 5 years of ape with an' undorlyinc 
psycho-motor organisation not favouring the acouisition of consistent 
ordered symbolic learninf^. This type of symbolic learning- is esschtial * 
for the easy acquigiticn of reading, spelling and fluent writing with 
their key constraints of consistently ordered S3mibcls and seouence^ of 
spelling. It is welX. known that poor socio-economic factors, so-called 
illiterate homes, cultural differences, deprived pre-scHool experiences 
and emotional disturbances can be serious disadvantages for younr school 
beginners. Teachers are in general "aware of such ovent^. The h3rpothGsa:s ^ 
presented here are derived from researches in neurology^, neuropsychology 
psychology^- and linguistics.- From these sources it appears that in many 
cases of language learning difficulties there is a pattern of present inr 
sjnnptoms which^onstitutes a "catewry*\ 

This pattern may include: 

A non-resoluticn of dominance for hand, eye, oar language cirea in the 
brain. 

A fanilial incidercc, of left-handed or atnbilateral members. 

A familial incidence of difficulties in reading, spellinJ^, .fluent 

writing?. ' . ' 

SoT^i tim^is a familial incidence of succegs^ in "sratial'^ occupations, 
e.g. civil or mechanical engineerirSr, art, delicti >archlti:cture, 
athletics, patte'rn making. \ - . / » 

- Late development of speech and language patterning in the child. 

Inability to produce a consistent co^y of directional syTr.^olic, material • 
Reversal, inversion of symbolic form and language material . 
ScmetiTnes clumsiness and ^'accident rroneness'^. . 

Sometimes early success in .f)erceptual-m9,tor tasks, e.^. form boards, 
' ^constructional toys, jip-saws, etc. (Newton 1972). 

All of these symptoms need not be present, nor need' they be present 
in an ^treme degree. Sometimes there is a minimal difficulty presenting 
a "maturational la<^" and post^'oning the ability to acquire syml^olic, direction 
al material until a later age - say 8, 9 or 10 y^rs "of age. 

With these concepts in mind, it has been possible to construct" a 
diagnostic instrument which^may be used in the fcllciving manner: 

^. To be administered after the child has been in school attendance for* 
about 5 months and when the teacher has noticed difficulties in 
expected attainment discrepant with apparent '^intelligonce'* and social . 
competence . . ^ ' * 

2. To be administered at 7t for puzzlitig oases of ncn-attainment . This 
might include the "slow-learning" child who can be ecually affected 
by dyslexic-type confusions in sjmibolic material a§ well as lesser 
all round intellectual functioning. 



3. A clinical insti^^ur.Gnt for uso consultant sfecialists in cases where 
such a rosisVi^ learnancr ;;'attGrn is [recent that further, deeper 

I / ' ^ ' 

Tliis instrumdnt, known as the Aston^Index, consis|:'s of three parts 
which cover a2:jqve mentioTied stapes, desiiTiated Fortn I, Form II, and 
Form III. Ih jTenQ^cii\, Forms 1 and II are divided. ur>j' into three areas: 
perteral unc^erlyin^V ahility , child and ^amilj^ later aJlity and readinp history, 
and rerforitoance items relating to roadinf . The lo^ex represents an - 
'intepr^ted aoproajch' and includes well-known items from vcirious sources; 
these have, en kojpt af=:4/adip^ as possible to be practical within the time 
constraints cf th^ teacher. 



following list of items is a re'^^'bduction from the Inde^%: 

f: ^; 



FORM 



FORM II 



Geijearal Underlying lAtility 

li Picture reco'rn^tic^ , 
2 .^ . Focai ulary '\ 
p. Gdodencu.G^h 

/H. Copying c?eonetrical desip'ns 
Family History , 



General Under lyinr A^ il^ty 

1 . Gocdencuf'h 

2. Vpcahulary items 

J. Copyinp i7oom^rical desijms 

Family History 



1. ^Laterality 1. 

2. Birth history 2. 

3. Knowledge of left and rieht 3. 
Socio-cultm-'al setting 4. 



Laterality 
Bir;fch history 

,^<fiowled?"e of left and rirht 
Soci^^-cultural setting 



Performance Items 



Performance Items 



1. 


Wr.ltc or copy name 3 times- 


1. 


Peadinp Schonell 


2. 


Visual sequential memory 


2. 


Spelling Schonell 


3. 


Digits - forward and reverse 


. 3. 


Fre<^ writinp > 


i+. 


Sound blendinr 


4. 


Graj^hcmbtor 


5. 


Sound discriniination 


&. 


Visual seruential memory 






C, 


Auditory seouential memory 




• 


7. 


Sound Llendinr 






8. 


Sound discrimination 



Form I is for use with children whp have beeh in school alout 6 months. 
The are^a of 'cieneral uhderlyinr^ ability^ is included to measure the child'? 
a> ility to l^ive verbal labels to the world around Itim; obviously before 
reading and vnritin^ can be- attempted the ability to\^conceptualise objects 
is of paramount in^^ortanoe (early verbalisations coti^ist mainly of nouns). 
Related to this i^'thp vocabulary scale vrhich locks At the ability to 
extract Hmsaning from words and identifies the receptive understandinr of 
the child. Reading ajid writing cannot Vrrogress in a satisfactory manner 
^if the child derives nc meaning from the words ho is u^ing-- (Many children* 
/however, althouf^h understanding; verbal concejvts and semantics, are still 
unable to" ac'^uirc^ the automatic, sequential and arbitrar^y skills involved 
in .written language. The Index assesses such potential 'in the performance 
section,) The Goodenough ' Draw-a-^man ' test is included to obtain some 
idea of the child's general ability. Thoj results yielded by this apparently 



simple yCrawing. test hcve teen founti to correlate hipi^ly vrith jpcoros obtained 
from 9ther individual jiieasuies cf intGllirGnce . It is n^^cesslry to ostahlish 
such *Voadiness" levels, as a child vrith slow loarninc potential (i.n. of 
low M.A.) may be at-risk anyi'ay in his aldlity to acquire the concey^tual . 
framework, as veil as rossiHe difficulties in porcGrtual skills. 

; ^ CoT^yinr pecmetricnl designs roruiros the child to draw the sha'^es of 
a circle 4 square, trianrle and diar/>nd. Parformancc rn this task prives 
a measure (Of the :>e^ccrtuo-mctor development of the child. At 5 or 6 
years oldl most children should be allc to reproduce ^ circle and a snuare, 
and/ at ^'^sj^ years are alle to copy adequately a trianf.le and a diamond. ^ 
As well as rfie clinical and observational experience of the writers and 
many other educationists on thes indices of develrpmental stapes, these 
items have their origin in well standardised and accepted tests such as the 
E.PlV.T.? Sjanf-^rd-Binet Intelligence Scale, and Goodenouph Test; thus 
providing the rationale ^behind the 'general underlying ability' concept. 

The second area explores the family LackjTrcund and child's laterality. 
The type of* specific reading difficulty under investieatinn is often a 
familial one, as well as J einf: associated v/ith under lyinp ^^tterns of 
laterality and cerebral dominance. The child's laterality is therefore 
exploredyhy a number cf items investigating handedness, 'footodneSs ' , eyed- 
ness, etc. A pattern of inconsistent laterality (e.r. left eye/rieht hand) 
or ufiycrtain and confused handedness c-^uld be indicative of difficulties in 
orde/ing and s'ecuencing t\e uni-directional task cf reading. The pattern 
offp^nily laterality is also ncted because an indication of uncertaip domin- 
ance and confused laterality often revealed in these cases , together v/ith 
a hi-story of -^cor spelling or reading, gives an insidht into the familial 
and genetic nature of the disability (Critchley Orton, Ne^rtcn, Naidoo, ' 
ZaLUfy^ill and many others). 

If possible, the 1 irth historv is also noted,'' as frequently an 'at- 
risk' tirth may give rise to later difficulties in syml.clic types of learn- 
ing at school (Kawi & Pasamanick). 

It is also well established that psyche renic factors may ! lock the 
accuisition of symbolic learning; a ruestion is included to cover the^e 
more sccio-cultural influences. 

The performance items forming the thid part of Form I are those which 
have been found to correlate with this type cf reading difficulty. The 
visual sequential sub-tests and the auditor^y ^ seruential (digits forward 
and reverse) sub-tests are included. These give an indication of the 
ahility the child has to order sounds or symhols in an arbitrary secuence, 
which is of paramount importance in this directional "task . The nautre of 
•the tasks to be learnt (reading, spellimi, writinj^) requires the percep- 
tion, 'retention, and the reproduction of sounds and symbols in an order 
and secuenc'e (Naidoo, Thomson, Goldberg), The visual sequential memory 
consists of syirt^ols and pictures in secuence which the child has to put in 
the correct order after havinr a secuence shox^ to him ty thei tester. The 
dirit span consists ^ the child repeating a series of di^-^its in the same 
order, and in the second test, in the reverb order. Po'^r performance 
in these > S'ecuencing tyT-os of task would arain be ""indicative cf a specific 
directional and secuencing difficulty. 

A sound-blondinr^ sa' -test is included to measure the al ility to make 
a meaningful word from its constituent sounds (e.g. c-a-t make<s ? - aqain 
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often a particular difficulty) and* also to eive the teacher sone idea of 
the efficacy of a phonic approach to reading. Relative superiority in 
either trie visual or auditory subtest vrould cf course have iinportant 
remedial implications, e.g. a stress ^n the better skill to accuire seme 
•readinf .with "overleaxniinp teaching to imorcve the v;caker. Finally., a 
sound discrimination test is included test simply the ability of the 
child to repeat words that arc spoken to him, ns c crude auditory acuity 
measure. Special attention is dirpeted to initial and final. sounds. Both 
these tests relate to the ability Vo distinguish phonemes, and to blond 
these tcpother to make symiolic sense (Bannatyne , 'Shank^/eiler & Liberman). 

- Form II consists cf the s^me items as Form I for the performance 
section, exce:^t that the VictxxrQ Hecopnition h=:s teen dro'^ped from the 
pbneral ability section and it is suppested that other pen^ral ability 
measures sucl; as E.P.V.T. and Ravens Kcntrices are used. Because Form II 
is more of a dia^^nostic instrument rather than an ''early warning system'^ 
some further itums have been included in the porformance section. 

In order to measure the dependent variable the Schonoll readinc and 
spelling tests are included. Readinr and spelling ape ate based upon 
graded words becoming propressivoly more difficult. The level of reading 
and spelling should of course be^related, to the child's ability as well as 
chronolori^^sl age , to got a. real measure of under- or over-a'chievement . 

A saiU]'le of free vn^itinp is. included, and this can be an important 
diagnostic factor. The number of reversals, bizarre spellinrs, pure . 
phonetic spellin^^s, general motor control, fluency of idea and expression, 
syntax, punctuation, etc;, may all add up to an overall picture of the 
child's abilities^- and particular attention should he directed to a . 
discrepancy betveen the child's written performance and his lan^ruare and 
intellij7ence levels as^mnifested orally. (Criteria for Free Writinr items 
RaLicnvitch, Critchley, Miles, Newton). 

The final performance iicm is the craphomotor test in which the child 
copies a pattern with right hand and left hand, with both hands at once, 
and in different directions. This gives a psneral idea of fluency and\ 
motor control as well as relating to the laterality items - is the child 
fluent Kith both hands, can he cope w^.th two directions at Once easily, etc? 
Dif f icu.\ties in directional irotcr fluency ar:e highlighted. This test is 
derived from work on directional confusion in skilled tasks (Gerhardt). 
Form II then sl^ould give a wide view of the child's abilities and stills, 
in relation to the reading and writinr task. 

Form III do^s npt include any specific test items, tut gives examples 
of the types of tests which might be used if further diagnosis is necessary, 
and suggests referral tc specialist agencies if any problem is • highlighted. 

The Index -is" intended as a first screening procedure. It has teen 
devised to give teachers (and v">thers concerned with the education of yountr 
children) a means of teing alerted to those children who will be 'at risk' 
in our verbally biased educational system because of their predisnosition 
to dyslexic-type language difficulties. 

The use of the early v^aminr system will: 

Givp appropriate awareness tc teechers at the the critical time. 
Ensure appropriate teaching and learning fig^ogrammos. 
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Minimise the anxiety and fjuilt in both child and mother. 
Enable optimum loarninr to take place in other spheres. 
Prevent children Lcinr regarded as "lesser'^ than they really are. 
Ensure healthy emotional and psychic pg^cvFth. 

Fulfil a long-term objective of satisfactory and effective involve- 
ment in the educational system of the country. In extreme cases 
this cac help, in preventing later "alienatiofi" problems, pre- 
delinquent behaviour, withdrawal, .anti-social compensatory' 
behaviour, involvement -with ^drups, etc.. 

In less extreme cases awareness and appropriate teachinr will, prevent 
personal and familial anxiety and misery- It could also lead to society's 
benefit in the effective deployment of each person's individual skills. 
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